Introduction
The Santals are the third largest adivasi (tribal) community in India, living in what are now the states of Bihar, West Bengal, Orissa, and Tripura.
2 One of the most important events in their nineteenth-century history was the insurrection or hool of 1855, which is now understood as a significant precursor to the 1857 uprisings. Ranajit Guha's classic history of peasant insurgency in colonial India argues that the hool exposed the fragility of the changing relationships between landholders, peasants, and itinerant cultivators like the adivasi Santals and, as such, it spilled over into and became a significant element of the later mutiny-rebellion. The hool was a full-scale uprising in the Chota Nagpur Santal areas of the Bengal Presidency, in the region that now traverses the states of Bihar and West Bengal. The Santals felt acutely the incursions of logging agents into the forests, and the deforestation implied by the expansion of the railways. And so during the insurrection, the Santals attacked railway engineers, as well as the usual targets of rebellion: zamindars (landlords), mahajans (moneylenders), policemen, officials, and planters.
3 the region took the lead in district uprisings during 1857-8. 11 Yet, in their dealings with arrested hool rebels the prison authorities always referred to their charge as 'Santals'. I will follow them in this respect, but readers should note that the descriptor 'Santal' was often part of colonial shorthand for the many and often diverse adivasi communities who populated particular regions of Bengal.
Imprisonment, Mortality, and the Model Prisoner
In August 1855, with the imprisonment of dozens of Santals arrested during the hool, Bhagulpur jail was so full that cholera broke out. 12 During the epidemic, fifty-two prisoners died in a single week. By the beginning of 1856, the number of Santals in the prison had doubled and it had become so overcrowded that a large number of prisoners were sleeping outside. With three hundred Santals camped in a large grove on the site of the jail, Mouat warned at the start of February that death-rates were rising. 13 The civil surgeon of the jail, A.J. Sheridan, reported at about the same time that the daily ratio of sick Santal prisoners was almost seven per cent, as compared to almost four per cent of other prisoners.
14 There were immense pressures on Beerbhum jail too. In 1855 it had been converted into a fortress, magazine, and granary to house and to supply troops engaged in anti-hool operations nearby. By the end of the year, the jail was overcrowded, manufacture had more or less ground to a halt, and the prisoners were no longer engaged in their usual productive labour. As death-rates began to rise, the Bengal government asked the civil surgeon of the prison to send in weekly sanitary returns. Though these returns did not enumerate Santals separately, the accompanying notes leave no doubt that they constituted the largest proportion of sick inmates.
Sheridan, who had previously worked in the Indian penal settlement in Arakan, 11 Gautam Bhadra, 'Four Rebels of Eighteen-Fifty-Seven', in Ranajit Guha (ed. This explains why its sudden withdrawal from jails had had no ill effects generally.
Yet the Santals' sense of deprivation points to their relative social isolation as a prison community. 35 They told Sheridan that outside prison they always suffered from sore mouths and throats when they were unable to acquire chewing tobacco. 36 Once Mouat learnt of the concession, however, he withdrew it. He maintained that the outbreak of mumps had not been caused by the lack of tobacco, and once again pointed to the need to balance the issues of punishment and privilege with the prevention of crime and the protection of society. 37 At the same time, according to the magistrate in charge of the jail, W.J. Wigram, it seems that the issue of tobacco to the Santals had caused considerable resentment on the part of other prisoners.
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The tension between the punishment and medical treatment of prisoners inevitably led to disputes between jail officials and doctors. As noted above, the civil surgeon of Beerbhum jail was quick to call for the release of sick Santal prisoners.
Neither was he reticent about bringing poor jail conditions to the attention of his superiors, writing in one weekly sanitary report in January 1856: 'Many of the santhals possess no warm clothing whatever and sleep almost naked on the bare earthen floor … at this inclement season'. 39 Officiating Magistrate Thompson did not take kindly to this criticism, noting in his submission of the report to government that the prisoners had been issued with blankets, though there had been some delay. in his praise for their exemplary behaviour. They had, he said, submitted to being washed and having their hair shaved, and after being put to work had become expert gunny weavers and the best rope spinners in the prison. In fact, their work had been selected for display at the forthcoming exhibition of jail manufacture that Mouat was organising in Calcutta. The Santals were not savages, but touchingly attached to their homes and families. 67 Almost certainly part of the reason Fergusson was so effusive in his praise with respect to the management of Santhal prisoners was the avoidance of conflicts over issues relating to caste that were so central to the multiple meanings local communities attached to north Indian jails in the lead up to the mutiny-rebellion of 1857-8. 68 Santals could be put to any type of labour, and did not protest against particular types of caste-based occupation. For instance, they were chosen to work as mehtars (sweepers), a lowly occupation that involved the disposal of human waste. 69 Subsequently, the Bengal authorities decided that the Santals would not be transported, but would remain in Alipur jail where they were easily managed and worked, and they enjoyed good health. 70 Meanwhile, a call for information about their families was forwarded to their home districts, for the Santals were keen to receive news. 71 An interesting aside in relation to the Santals' supposed attachment to their families was the preference for tribal migrants among Mauritian sugar planters, on the grounds that they had fewer concerns about migrating in family groups and thus were more likely to form a population of permanent settlers. 72 It has been estimated that about seventeen per cent of the total migration to Mauritius (by far the largest recipient of indentured labour in the British Empire) during the period 1842-70 were dhangars, the colonial term for adivasi migrants. The history of indentured immigration also shows that the devastating mortality suffered by Santals in prison was not unique. Death rates amongst tribal migrants were ten times that of others signing contracts of indenture. In the Mauritian case, this eventually led to the favouring of non-tribal groups in indentured recruitment, notably those from South India. 73 In the eyes of colonial officials Santals became model jail inmates. What made them attractive as prisoners was to a large degree what earlier had made them attractive as railway workers, and later as indentured labourers. As well as being well versed in seasonal migration, colonial officials considered adivasi migrants more generally as unrestrained by caste taboos, and thus willing to perform menial labour.
Kaushik Ghosh argues that such de-casting was another way of putting them outside the pale of civilization.
74 And yet as a group the Santals present a clear contrast with other socially marginal caste Hindu communities who used their experience in jail as a means of launching periodic claims for social mobility. 75 Within the prison system, colonial officials came to regard Santals so well that district magistrates often requested them specifically for road labour projects. 76 Their expertise in prison manufactures also came to be admired widely. 77 Even magistrate Wigram in
Beerbhum, who had once regarded the Santal prisoners under his charge as an 'uncertain set', wrote against their transfer to road labour because he found them so skilled at indoor manufactures. 78 Their conduct was so exemplary that in concern to the colonial administration, for they became involved in what the officiating commissioner of Chota Nagpur described as 'widespread plundering' in the district. 81 In one attack, six or seven hundred Santals marched on a village in Rampur. As during the hool they were accompanied by a drum, a flag, and music. Subsequently, a handful of Santals were convicted of offences like rebellion, dacoity, and plunder connected with the revolt and imprisoned on the mainland or shipped as transportation convicts to Port Blair in the Andaman Islands, though we know almost nothing of their experiences there. 83 Later, Inspector-General of Prisons Mouat described the 'formidable sickness' that had gripped the jail at the time. During 1858 there were serious outbreaks of cholera and gangrene, caused by the constant arrival of sick prisoners and insufficient or unsuitable rations for 'up-country' inmates from the plains. Four hundred and forty prisoners died during the year. Mouat wrote that he hoped that such 'disastrous a history' would never be repeated. 84 In August 1857 the government decided that all male life prisoners, including Santals, who were fit enough to work, would be transferred to the penal settlement in Akyab where there was an acute labour shortage. 85 The death-rates suffered by prisoners in Alipur were nothing to those of this set of prisoners. During the first year, a phenomenal eighty per cent of a daily average of three hundred and eighty-four prisoners died. 86 Although the government had ordered the retention in Alipur of infirm or elderly inmates, in effect the jail authorities took the opportunity to dispose of every prisoner it could. 87 Many of the men sent to Akyab were in a terrible state.
Of the first batch of eighty convicts, for instance, just eight were fit for labour. Only sixteen men were younger than fifty years, and their average age was fifty-eight. On arrival in Akyab the commissioner split the prisoners into two gangs, putting one to work at the civil station and the other at clearing jungle in the Noakhally salt water marshes. Most of the convicts, referred to be Civil Assistant Surgeon J.W. Mountjoy described as 'Hindu' and 'Bengali', went on hunger-strike. It was not long before cholera, bowel disorders, and fever broke out in both gangs. 88 One hundred convicts died, including a man who committed suicide. Mountjoy claimed that this was the inevitable result of 'moral causes acting on the physical frame' after the British quashed the revolt. Therefore, convicts had resorted to 'voluntary starvation' and refused to take medicine. 89 and wet. 91 Mountjoy, however, remained convinced that the convicts had died because of widespread hunger-striking. 'The remedy', he claimed, 'is in the hands of the convicts … There is no reason, but their own whining obstinacy, why they should die.' 92 While it is impossible to pinpoint the exact cause of high death-rates during 1858, it seems likely that they were the result of a combination of factors: the poor condition in which most of the prisoners arrived, the climate, working conditions, poor sanitary provision, and the prisoners' refusal of medical treatment and food. The latter of course took on a whole new dimension in the context of the mutiny-rebellion, in which the public perception of widespread colonial violations of caste in jails, particularly the introduction of the system of common messing, was so central. 93 This was foremost in Mountjoy's mind, for he compared the 'pampered' prisoner with the 'petted' army. He wrote that even if convicts were given purple silks (to indicate their nobility) they would remain as dissatisfied as the recently mutinous sepoys. Caste objections to the cultural conditions of imprisonment and transportation, notably with regard to rations, were evidence of the 'gross ignorance and prejudice' through which they 'whined, cried, sulked with their food, became skeletons … and died'. 94 Typically, the voices of the convicts themselves are absent from the account and so it is not clear whether the hunger-strike had broader political motives or aims.
Nevertheless, there is some suggestive evidence that when the British transported mutineer-rebel convicts to the Andaman Islands after 1858, they suffered appalling death-rates, perhaps for similar reasons. 95 The Santal convicts alone escaped this devastating mortality, with Mountjoy describing them as 'very robust and splendid fellows'. 96 It seems that they complied with the Akyab convict regime with respect to rationing. Mountjoy reported that Santal convicts ate well, and so remained 'sleek, laughing and in good condition'. He lamented the fact that other Indians did not possess 'the wisdom of the barbarian.'
promoted Santal majhis (chiefs) to burkundauzes, or overseers over ordinary convicts. 99 Meanwhile, at the end of 1859 the Indian authorities extended a general pardon to Santal prisoners still in jail for rebellion or plunder committed during the hool. Fergusson's successor at Alipur jail was no less effusive in his praise for the nineteen Santals then remaining there, writing that their conduct was excellent and that he had never had cause to reprimand them.
This was a considerable elevation of penal rank awarded to few convicts.
For Indians of rank in the settlement, the men Mountjoy called 'Hindus' and 'Hinduised Muslims', this must have been an extraordinary inversion of the social order, and one that could only add to the grievances they felt as transportation convicts. 100 Another official described them as the best prisoners in jail, writing, 'They are always willing to work and are never found malingering, are patient, contented and never grumble, and it has never been found necessary to punish any of them.' 101 The government directly referred to their pardon and release as a sort of moral bargain, or clemency in exchange for guarantees of their future loyalty and good conduct. 102 In 1861, and considering once again their model behaviour in prison, the Bengal government also pardoned Santals convicted of riots attended with murder during the hool. Only those concerned in murder or other violent crimes were kept in jail. 103 At the same time, the government also made moves to extend the same provisions to those Santals in other prisons for the same offences. and combining with their fellow Santals was extremely worrying. 106 It is clear that the British later imprisoned or transported Santals for mutiny-rebellion offences. In 1861 over one hundred were still in prison in mainland jails, most for the offences of plunder or riot rather than rebellion per se. 107 The colonial perspective was that they had taken advantage of widespread social anarchy for their own personal gain. They
were not, the commissioner of Chota Nagpur assured his colonial superiors, 'political' prisoners. 
